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Necropolitics and the slow violence of the everyday: Asylum seeker 
welfare in the postcolonial present 
 
Abstract 
This article responds to dual calls for researching and theorising everyday social phenomena 
in postcolonial studies on the one hand, and serious engagement with the postcolonial 
within the discipline of sociology on the other. It focuses on the everyday lives of asylum 
seekers living on asylum seeker welfare support in the UK. Asylum seekers offer a good case 
study for exploring the postcolonial everyday because they live in poverty and consequently 
experience daily harms at the hands of the state, despite the UK fulfilling its obligations to 
them under human rights law. The article proposes a conceptual framework drawing 
together sociologies of the everyday, necropolitics and slow violence in tracing how 
hierarchical conceptions of human worth impact on the everyday. 
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Introduction 
Over the past two decades governments across Europe, and indeed the Global North more 
broadly, have pursued immigration policies which seek to exclude migrants arriving from 
the Global South, and foreign policies which seek to contain them in their countries of origin 
(Achiume, forthcoming 2019). There are a growing number of scholars working from 
broadly postcolonial perspectives who are drawing attention to the ways in which extreme 
forms of border violence, in the Mediterranean and at the French/British border for 
example, are not new (for example Saucier and Woods, 2014; Davies, Isakjee and Dhesi, 
2017). This work collectively argues that the necropolitics (Mbembe, 2003), of allowing 
boats to sink, closing borders, detaining adults and children who are seeking refuge from 
persecution, and burning down spontaneous camps occupied by homeless migrants amount 
not only to the violation of human rights, but more broadly point to a general consensus 
amongst politicians and publics that some human lives are worth less than others. The 
postcolonial intervention is to theorise such phenomena not as new, or as contra to liberal 
Western values, but as the logical contemporary expression of historically embedded 
colonial/modern, racially hierarchical worldviews which have their roots in colonial 
enterprise (see Mignolo, 2009; Mayblin, 2017). 
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What has been less well theorised is how these hierarchical conceptions of human worth 
impact on the everyday. Indeed, we are more broadly lacking a way of conceptualising the 
postcolonial everyday beyond the realm of the cultural (Farrier, 2012; Procter, 2003). How 
might we recognise and conceptualise the ways in which the everyday lives of migrants of 
precarious status, and particularly asylum seekers and the undocumented, are cut through 
with the same logics of unequal humanityi? In answering this question this article focuses on 
the everyday lives of asylum seekers living in the UK and proposes a conceptual framework 
drawing together sociologies of the everyday (e.g. Sztompka, 2008), necropolitics (Mbembe, 
2003) and slow violence (Nixon, 2013). In doing so the article responds to calls for 
researching and theorising everyday social phenomena in postcolonial studies on the one 
hand (Procter, 2003), and serious engagement with the postcolonial within the discipline of 
sociology on the other (Bhambra, 2016). 
 
Asylum seekers offer a good case study for exploring the postcolonial everyday because 
many are close to economic, social and cultural death at the hands of governments who 
nevertheless subscribe to human rights law. In the UK successive governments have 
restricted the welfare and working rights of asylum seekers in order to reduce economic 
 ‘ƉƵůůĨĂĐƚŽƌƐ ?ǁŚŝĐŚĂƌĞƚŚŽƵŐŚƚƚŽĂƚƚƌĂĐƚ disingenuous applicants (Mayblin, 2016). Though 
there is no empirical evidence that welfare or work act as pull factors (Mayblin and James, 
2016), a series of legislative acts have nevertheless been passed which have prevented 
asylum seekers from accessing the labour market, have moved them out of the mainstream 
benefits system, and have steadily decreased the levels of financial support paid to those 
going through the asylum system. While policy programmes focussed on the reception of 
asylum seekers are meant, within the framework of human rights law, to protect, some 
other unspoken logic makes the systematic impoverishment of asylum seekers  Wliving in 
poor housing, banned from working, dependent on meagre welfare support payments- 
acceptable. In order to access support individuals must be able to demonstrate that they are 
ĚĞƐƚŝƚƵƚĞ ?dŚĞƌĂƚĞŽĨĨŝŶĂŶĐŝĂůƐƵƉƉŽƌƚ ?ŬŶŽǁŶĂƐ ‘^ĞĐƚŝŽŶ ? ? ?ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚ ?ǁĂƐ ?ĂƚƚŝŵĞŽĨƚŚŝƐ
research, £36.95 per person per week (since increased to £37.75). This figure was 
determined on the basis of what the poorest 10% of the British population spend per week 
on essential living items only (Mayblin, 2017). If we accept the premise that the poorest 
10% of the population are living in poverty, since their income is below 60% of the median 
income (the poverty line), then it aƉƉĞĂƌƐƚŚĂƚƚŚĞh<,ŽŵĞKĨĨŝĐĞĂƌĞƚĂŬŝŶŐ ‘ĞƐƐĞŶƚŝĂů
ůŝǀŝŶŐŶĞĞĚƐ ?ƚŽĞŶƚĂŝůƚŚĞďĂƌĞŵŝŶŝŵƵŵƚŽĞŶĂďůĞƐƵƌǀŝǀĂůŝƌƌĞƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞŽĨǁŚĞƚŚĞƌĂŶ
individual is surviving in poverty.  
 
Empirically, this article explores the everyday effects of this policy regime. It reports on 
ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁƐǁŝƚŚĂƐǇůƵŵƐĞĞŬĞƌƐůŝǀŝŶŐŽŶ ‘ĂƐǇůƵŵƐƵƉŽƌƚ ?ǁĞůĨĂƌĞƉĂǇŵĞŶƚƐŝŶĂĐŝƚǇŝŶƚŚĞ
North of England. Interviews focussed on the fabric and routines of their everyday lives, 
because marginalisation is so often experienced and felt at the banal level  W eating, 
washing, travelling and socialising. The everyday has long been a key concern of sociology, 
and recent years have seen a renewed interest in the quotidian within the discipline 
(Sztompka, 2008; Neal and Murji, 2015; Pink, 2012). This turn to the everyday entails 
focussing on  ‘what really occurs in human society ?, at a level ƐŽŵĞǁŚĞƌĞ ‘between 
structures and actions ? ?Sztompka. 2008:126). It is here that  ‘the constraints of structures 
and the dynamics of actions produce the real, experienced and observable social events, the 
social-individual praxis making up everyday life, in fact the only life that people have, which 
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is neither completely determined nor completely free ? ?ŝďŝĚ ?. Much of this work is interested 
in making the everyday extra-ordinary in order to see it with fresh eyes (Pink, 2012). It is 
partly in the everyday, then, that the dehumanising effects of public policies can be 
observed.  
 
At the same time as presenting new empirical data, this article develops a conceptualisation 
of the postcolonial everyday that can be operationalised within the social sciences, which in 
turn contributes to the burgeoning body of work on the sociologies of the everyday. Work 
ŽŶƚŚĞĞǀĞƌǇĚĂǇǁŝƚŚŝŶƐŽĐŝŽůŽŐǇŝƐůŝƚƚĞƌĞĚǁŝƚŚƚŚĞǁŽƌĚƐ ‘ŵƵŶĚĂŶĞ ? ? ‘ďĂŶĂů ? ?ĂŶĚ
 ‘ŽƌĚŝŶĂƌǇ ? ?Ƶƚ ‘ŽƌĚŝŶĂƌǇ ?ĐĂŶŶŽƚďĞĞƋƵĂƚĞĚǁŝƚŚ ‘ŚĂƌŵůĞƐƐ ? ?ŶŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚŝŽŶŽĨ
sociologists of the everyday has been to render this ordinariness analytically significant. For 
the participants in this research, the everyday is a site of intense harm, of slow violence 
(Nixon, 2011) ?dŚĞƐĞŶĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞƐŽĨƚŚĞĞǀĞƌǇĚĂǇĂƌĞĚŝƐĐƵƐƐĞĚŝŶƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƚŽDďĞŵďĞ ?Ɛ
theory of sovereignty as necropolitics. As Neal and Murji (2015:813) have argued, the power 
of the sociology of the everyday is ŝŶƐĞĞŝŶŐƚŚĞ ‘ďŝŐ ?ŝŶƚŚĞ ‘ƐŵĂůů ? ?ƚŚĞĨĂĐƚƚŚĂƚeveryday 
 ‘practices, emotions, social relationships and interactions also reflect convergences with and 
manifestations of wider social factors, forces, structures and divisions ?. It is through these 
narratives of the everyday lives of asylum seekers, we argue, that we can see the logics of 
postcolonial necropolitics at work in the slow violence inflicted upon them. 
 
The Postcolonial Present 
The atrocities which occurred in Nazi Germany, and the absence of a legal onus on other 
European states to offer protection to those fleeing the regime, precipitated the drafting, of 
new international laws securing the rights of human beings, irrespective of their ethnicity, 
religion, gender, age, or the colour of their skin. Yet many have observed that access to 
human rights is uneven in the present, and that the human rights framework was 
exclusionary at its inception (Simpson, 2004; Mayblin, 2017; Mignolo, 2009). The colonial 
powers went to great lengths to limit the access of colonised peoples and people of colour 
to human rights as they were originally being drafted. As decolonisation unfolded many 
formerly colonised countries added the names of their countries to the human rights 
conventions, and fought for, and gained, the right to asylum for non-European refugees in 
1967. And yet, the legacies of ideas of human hierarchy, which made the exclusion of 
ŵŝůůŝŽŶƐŽĨƉĞŽƉůĞĨƌŽŵ ‘ŚƵŵĂŶ ?ƌŝŐŚƚƐĚƵƌŝŶŐƚŚĞůĂƚĞĐŽůŽŶŝĂůĞƌĂ ?ůŝǀĞŽŶ ?dŚĞŐŽǀĞƌŶĂŶĐĞ
of international migration ƚŽĚĂǇƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞĂŵŽƵŶƚƐ ‘ƚŽŵƵůƚŝůĂƚĞƌĂůƉƌŽũĞĐƚƐĨŽƌƚŚĞƌĞŐŝŽŶĂů
ĐŽŶƚĂŝŶŵĞŶƚŽĨdŚŝƌĚtŽƌůĚƉĞƌƐŽŶƐďĞǇŽŶĚƚŚĞ&ŝƌƐƚtŽƌůĚ ? ?ĐŚŝƵŵĞ ?ĨŽƌƚŚĐŽŵŝŶŐ 
2019:7). 
 
This project of regional containment makes sense within the context of five hundred years 
of colonial enterprise which established and cemented norms of human hierarchy. The idea 
that some societies are modern (ahead), while others are traditional (behind) and need to 
ĐĂƚĐŚƵƉŽƌ ‘ĚĞǀĞůŽƉ ?ŝƐŽŶĞǁŚŝĐŚŽƌŝŐŝŶĂƚĞĚŝŶĂŶĚƚŚƌŽƵŐŚƚŚĞŶůŝŐŚƚĞŶŵĞŶƚ ?dŚŝƐis what 
decolonial scholars, following Anibal Quijano (2000), term coloniality/modernity  Wthe way in 
which the colonial worldview (coloniality) went hand in hand with the idea of First World 
modernity. It has been argued elsewhere that not only are whole countries and regions of 
ƚŚĞǁŽƌůĚĚĞĞŵĞĚ ‘ƵŶŵŽĚĞƌŶ ?ĂŶĚƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ ‘ďĂĐŬǁĂƌĚ ? ?ƌĂĐŝĂůůǇĂŶĚĐƵůƚƵƌĂůůǇĂůŝĞŶƚŽ
Europe, but that this is also embodied  Wmigrants seeking sanctuary are often racialized and 
thus imbibed with unmodernity (Mayblin, 2017). Their lives, then, are more easily 
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expendable, they are more easily improverished, detained without charge, socially, 
culturally and physically excluded. Importantly, this logic is internal to liberal Western 
values, not a denigration of them. While in this earlier work Mayblin (2017) looked at policy 
programmes, she did not take the analysis down to the level of the everyday lives of asylum 
seekers. Indeed, postcolonial studies more broadly has been accused of neglecting the 
everyday (Procter, 2003), just as sociology has been accused of neglecting the postcolonial 
(Bhambra, 2016).  
 
^ŽŵĞƐĐŚŽůĂƌƐŽĨƌĞĨƵŐĞĞƐƚƵĚŝĞƐŚĂǀĞĂƉƉůŝĞĚƚŚĞĐŽŶĐĞƉƚŽĨ ‘ďĂƌĞůŝĨĞ ?ƚŽƚŚĞĞǀĞƌǇĚĂǇĂƐ
Agambian perspectives have grown in popularity. From this perspective asylum seekers are 
iŶĐůƵĚĞĚƚŚƌŽƵŐŚĞǆĐůƵƐŝŽŶ ?ŐĂŵďĞŶƵƐĞƐ ‘ƚŚĞĐĂŵƉ ?ĂƐƚŚĞĨŽĐƵƐŽĨŚŝƐĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ ?ĂŶĚĂƌĞ
ĐŽŶƐĞƋƵĞŶƚůǇƌĞĚƵĐĞĚƚŽ ‘ďĂƌĞůŝĨĞ ? ?ŶŽƚŚŝŶŐŵŽƌĞƚŚĂŶďŝŽůŽŐŝĐĂůůŝĨĞ(see Darling, 2009 for 
an overview). And yet, as Davies and Isakjee (2018) point out, such perspectives are often 
dehistoricised and particularly disconnected from colonial racialisation. They argue in their 
discussion of the Calais migrant camp that it is the fact of being  ‘ŬĞƉƚĂůŝǀĞďƵƚŝŶĂƐƚĂƚĞŽĨ
injury ?(Mbembe, 2003:21), the spatial exclusion and the being exposed to gradual 
wounding which characterises such contemporary camps, as opposed to outright 
extermination. Indeed, since the political violence against people of colour in the colonies 
was racist, was routine, and did not (often) aim at genocidal murder, a comparison with 
everyday colonial violence makes more sense than a comparison with the extermination 
ĐĂŵƉƐĨŽĐƵƐƐĞĚŽŶďǇŐĂŵďĞŶ ?/ŶƚŚŝƐĂƌƚŝĐůĞ ?ƚŚĞŶ ?ŝƚŝƐDďĞŵďĞ ?ƐǁŽƌŬŽŶŶĞĐƌŽƉŽůŝƚŝĐƐ
which, we argue, offers the most adequate framework for analysing narratives of everyday 
life on asylum support in the UK. 
 
EĞĐƌŽƉŽůŝƚŝĐƐŝƐĐŽŶĐĞƌŶĞĚǁŝƚŚ ‘ƚŚŽƐĞĨŝŐƵƌĞƐŽĨƐŽǀĞƌĞŝŐŶƚǇǁŚŽƐĞĐĞŶƚƌĂůƉƌŽũĞĐƚŝƐŶŽƚ
the struggle for autonomy but the generalised instrumentalisation of human existence and 
ƚŚĞŵĂƚĞƌŝĂůĚĞƐƚƌƵĐƚŝŽŶŽĨŚƵŵĂŶďŽĚŝĞƐ ? ?DďĞŵďĞ ? ? ? ? ? P ? ? ? ?/ŶĂ ? ? ? ?ĂƌƚŝĐůĞŝŶWƵďůŝĐ
Culture Achille Mbembe ďƵŝůƚƵƉŽŶ&ŽƵĐĂƵůƚ ?ƐĐŽŶĐĞƉƚŝŽŶŽĨ ‘ďŝŽƉŽůŝƚŝĐƐ ?ďƵƚĂƌŐƵĞĚƚŚĂƚ in 
eliding histories of colonialism, the concept of biopolitics is impoverished. He wrote that 
 ‘ƌĂĐĞ ?is often the principle marker of subjectification and within this context  ‘ƉŽǁĞƌ ?ĂŶĚ
not necessarily state power) continuously refers and appeals to exception, emergency, and 
a fictionalised notion of the enemy. It also labours to produce that same exception, 
ĞŵĞƌŐĞŶĐǇ ?ĂŶĚĨŝĐƚŝŽŶĂůŝƐĞĚĞŶĞŵǇ ? ?ŝďŝĚ P ? ? ? ?dŚŝƐŝƐŵĂĚĞƉŽƐƐŝďůĞ ?ĂƐĚŝƐĐƵƐƐĞĚĂďŽǀĞ ?ĂƐ
a consequence of the embodiment of unmodernity within a hierarchical conception of the 
human. 
 
For Mbembe, tŚĞƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĞŽĨƚŚĞƉůĂŶƚĂƚŝŽŶƐǇƐƚĞŵĂŶĚŝƚƐĂĨƚĞƌŵĂƚŚ ‘ŵĂŶŝĨĞƐƚƐƚŚĞ
ĞŵďůĞŵĂƚŝĐĂŶĚƉĂƌĂĚŽǆŝĐĂůĨŝŐƵƌĞŽĨƚŚĞƐƚĂƚĞŽĨĞǆĐĞƉƚŝŽŶ ? ?Ɖ ? ? ? ? ?nslaved people were 
 ‘ŬĞƉƚĂůŝǀĞďƵƚŝŶĂƐƚĂƚĞŽĨŝŶũƵƌǇ ?ŝŶĂƉŚĂŶƚŽŵůŝŬĞǁŽƌůĚŽĨŚŽƌƌŽƌƐĂŶĚŝŶƚĞŶƐĞĐƌƵĞůƚy and 
ƉƌŽĨĂŶŝƚǇ ? ?ŝďŝĚ). As others have observed (most notably Edward Said), colonial occupation 
ŝŶǀŽůǀĞĚƚŚĞƉƌŽĚƵĐƚŝŽŶŽĨĂ ‘ůĂƌŐĞƌĞƐĞƌǀŽŝƌŽĨĐƵůƚƵƌĂůŝŵĂŐŝŶĂƌŝĞƐ ? ?DďĞŵďĞ ? ? ? ? ? P ? ? ? ?
These imaginaries were not just ĐƵůƚƵƌĂů ?ŚŽǁĞǀĞƌ ?ƚŚĞǇ ‘ŐĂǀĞŵĞĂŶŝŶŐƚŽƚhe enactment of 
differential rights to differing categories of people for different purposes within the same 
ƐƉĂĐĞ ? ?ŝďŝĚ ? ?/ŶƚŚĞĐŽŶƚĞǆƚŽĨĐŽůŽŶŝĂůŝƐŵ ‘ƐŽǀĞƌĞŝŐŶƚǇŵĞĂŶƐƚŚĞĐĂƉĂĐŝƚǇƚŽĚĞĨŝŶĞǁŚŽ
matters and who does not, who is disposable and who is nŽƚ ? ?Ɖ ? ? ? ? ?ĂŶĚƵůƚŝŵĂƚĞůǇ ?
ŶĞĐƌŽƉŽǁĞƌǁŽƌŬƐƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ ‘ƚŚĞĐƌĞĂƚŝŽŶŽĨdeath-worlds, new and unique forms of social 
existence in which vast populations are subjected to conditions of life conferring upon them 
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the status of ůŝǀŝŶŐĚĞĂĚ ?(p.40). Necropolitics ?ƚŚĞŶ ?ŝƐĂƉƚůǇĂƉƉůŝĞĚƚŽƵƌŽƉĞ ?Ɛ
contemporary migrant camps.  
 
What we are interested in here, is how these logics of human hierarchy extend not only to 
those physically and politically marginalised and subject to very real bodily violence, but 
how states can also be seen to deploy these same definitions of who matters and who does 
not in the contemporary post-colonial moment, while fulfilling their legal obligations to 
those making an application for asylum. These legal obligations are therefore fulfilled to an 
absolute minimum, to a point where asylum seekers are merely prevented from physically 
dying, though often with long-lasting consequences.  They are, in many cases, ďĞŝŶŐ ‘ŬĞƉƚ
ĂůŝǀĞďƵƚŝŶĂƐƚĂƚĞŽĨŝŶũƵƌǇ ? ?DďĞŵďĞ ? ? ? ? ? P ? ? ? ?dŚĞŽƵƚĐŽŵĞŝƐĂĨorm of slow violence 
 ?EŝǆŽŶ ? ? ? ? ? ? ?dŚĂƚŝƐ ? ‘ǀŝŽůĞŶĐĞƚŚĂƚŽĐĐƵƌƐŐƌĂĚƵĂůůǇĂŶ ŽƵƚŽĨƐŝŐŚƚ ? ? ?ĂŶattritional 
violence that is typically not viewed as violence at all ? ?ĂǀŝĞƐĂŶĚ/ƐĂŬũĞĞ ? ? ? ? ? P ? ?. If 
ŶĞĐƌŽƉŽůŝƚŝĐƐŝƐ ?ŝŶŝƚ ?ƐŵŽƐƚǀŝƐŝďůĞĨŽƌŵ ?ŐŽǀĞƌŶŝŶŐƚŚƌŽƵŐŚĚĞĂƚŚ ?ƐůŽǁǀŝŽůĞŶĐĞŝƐďŽƚŚŝƚ ?Ɛ
mode of operation and its effect at the level of the everyday. Indeed, the concept of slow 
violence allows us to make sense of the extent of the harm done by the state, within the 
context of that state still meeting its human rights commitments. In the next section we 
sketch out what this looks like in relation to UK policies of asylum seeker welfare support. 
 
Method 
This article draws on qualitative research data gathered as part of a larger ESRC funded 
project looking at the economic rights of asylum seekers in the UK. Thirty semi-structured 
interviews were conducted in late 2017 with asylum seekers who were in receipt of Section 
95 support and who resided in one city in the North of England. The interviews lasted on 
ĂǀĞƌĂŐĞŽŶĞŚŽƵƌĂŶĚǁĞƌĞĐŽŶĚƵĐƚĞĚŝŶƚŚĞŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁĞĞ ?ƐĨŝƌƐƚůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞŝŶĂůŽĐĂƚŝŽŶŽĨ
their choosing. Three refugee community researchers (authors 2 and 3 and a fourth 
researcher who has chosen not to be named). who respectively spoke Arabic, Farsi and 
Amharic conducted the interviews. The community researcher approach recognises that 
those who have traditionally been viewed as research objects ŝŶĨĂĐƚ ‘possess skills, 
knowledge and expertise that can enable them to make a wide range of valuable 
contributions to research projects ?(Goodson and Phillimore, 2012:3). Interviewers in this 
project had themselves been through the asylum system. They had insider knowledge about 
everyday life on asylum support, were able to contribute to improving the interview 
questions to ensure that they were culturally appropriate, adapted them to their linguistic 
communities, and were able to access potential interviewees who would otherwise have 
ďĞĞŶ ‘ŚĂƌĚƚŽƌĞĂĐŚ ? ?dŚĞƐĞŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁĞƌƐƌĞĐĞŝǀĞĚƚƌĂŝŶŝŶŐŝŶƋƵĂůŝƚĂƚŝǀĞŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁŝŶŐĂƐǁĞůů
as ongoing mentoring and support through the course of conducting the interviews. This 
approach is not without weaknesses. The PI (Mayblin) was not able to recruit a female 
researcher, for example. Female interviewees seem to have been honest in their answers 
but of course it is not possible to know what they may have held back. 
 
Interviewees were initially approached by the refugee community researchers at an asylum 
seeker drop in centre, after which a snowballing approach was used with an additional 
target of three female interviewees per language group. Sometimes asylum seekers can be 
nervous about being interviewed by co-nationals but our interviewees were under no 
pressure or obligation to be interviewed and in fact all seemed very keen to share their 
experiences and views on asylum support in the UK. Table 1 shows the nationality and 
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gender profile of the interviewees as disclosed at interview. The sample includes a range of 
nationalities and a third of the interviewees were female. Because of the fact that Arabic is 
spoken in more countries than Farsi and Amharic, the Arabic speaking researcher 
interviewed a broader range of nationalities than his Farsi and Amharic speaking 
counterparts. Interviewees had been living on asylum support between one month and five 
years at the time of interview. Nineteen of the 30 interviewees had been on asylum support 
for over 6 months, of those 10 had been on asylum support for over 12 months. They 
ranged in age from 19 to 53. This was the only personal information that was directly asked 
for. In the interest of minimising harm, the aim was to make the interviews as little like a 
Home Office interrogation, and as much like a conversation, as possible.  
 
[Table 1] 
 
Once transcribed, interviews were coded using Nvivo software in a multi-layered approach. 
First, according to particular aspects or sites of the everyday: transport, food etc. Second, on 
emerging themes (e.g. survival strategies, dehumanisation). Third, cross cutting themes 
around necropolitics and slow violence. 
 
Everyday life on asylum support 
Interviewees were asked about their everyday life on asylum support, exploring the themes 
of food, clothing, everyday transportation, grooming and toiletries, and socialising. These 
themes are of course all interlinked in complex ways. Through the descriptions of these 
apparently mundane topics, interviewees described the intense harms experienced at the 
level of the everyday. Every area of everyday life was discussed and described as a source of 
stress and anxiety. In this way the necropolitics of control enacted through slow violence at 
the level of the everyday was ever present.  
 
Shopping 
Interviewees explained how challenging everyday life is while living on such a constrained 
budget. They went into great detail about the plan that they have devised for living on this 
limited income. Budgeting includes a whole host of other related skills including being able 
to find the cheapest goods, shopping in different shops for different items and sharing this 
knowledge with others: 
We are living with minimum of everything. We had a friend here and he was very good at 
knowing where to buy different things, for example he knew that we can find tuna in 
Poundland for £1 but in Tesco ŝƚ ?Ɛ£1.50; so we were buying tuna from Poundland not Tesco. 
If a pack of tuna was £1 and there were 5 inside, then we share it between 5 people and 
every one had to pay only 20p (Kamran, Iranian, M) 
Interviewees emphaƐŝƐĞĚŚŽǁďĞŝŶŐĐĂƌĞĨƵůǁŝƚŚŽŶĞ ?ƐďƵĚŐĞƚŝƐǀŝƚĂů ?ǁŚŝĐŚĐĂŶŵĂŬĞ
spending as little as possible very time consuming. An unexpected expense could trigger a 
budgetary crisis: 
Yesterday, I went to [the shop] to buy some food for £10, when I wanted to pay for the food 
the shopkeeper told me it is £18. I spoke with the shopkeeper about the prices and he said 
the prices on some items are wrong that is why you have to pay £18. Now (Wednesday), I 
have only £17 or 18 for the rest of the week. So, now I am very restricted financially as I 
ĐĂŶ ?ƚŵĂŬĞĂŶǇƉŚŽŶĞĐĂůůƐŽƌĂŶǇƚŚŝŶŐůŝŬĞƚŚĂƚ (Gabriel, Sudanese, M) 
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When comparing their life at home to their life now, all but one said that though going 
home was not an option owing to the persecution that they faced, their everyday life back 
home was better. Often this was articulated in terms of being free to buy simple things such 
as food and toiletries without worry: 
It affects me from every single aspect of my life. For instance, I used to buy whatever I wanted 
when I was in Iraq because I had enough of money to do that. However, I am now restricted and 
ĐĂŶ ?ƚďƵǇǁŚĂƚ/ǁĂŶƚ ? ? ?zĞƐ ?ŝƚǁĂƐŵƵĐŚďĞƚƚĞƌďĞĨŽƌĞǁŚĂƚŚĂƉƉĞŶĞĚŝŶ/ƌĂƋ(Shahram, Iraqi, 
M) 
Having crossed the line of modernity  ?ƚŚĞůŝŶĞďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ‘ďĞŝŶŐ ?ĂŶĚ ‘ŶŽŶ-ďĞŝ Ő ?ŝŶ&ĂŶŽŶ ?Ɛ ?
1967, terms) the respondents did not, then, encounter greater civilization, but were faced 
with the everyday articulation of a hierarchical view of human worth and the extent to 
which the British state was willing to tolerate their suffering. 
 
Food banks are one option for people on a limited income. Around half of the interviewees 
had visited them but all raised the emotional toll of feeling ashamed: 
/ƚŝƐƚŚĞǁŽƌƐƚĨĞĞůŝŶŐ ?zŽƵŬŶŽǁǁŚĞŶ/ŐŽƚŚĞƌĞ/ĨĞůůŝŬĞ/ĂŵĂƚŚŝĞĨ ?/ĚŽŶ ?ƚǁĂŶt anyone 
ƚŽƐĞĞŵĞĞƐƉĞĐŝĂůůǇƚŚĞ>ŝďǇĂŶƐďĞĐĂƵƐĞ/ĚŽŶ ?ƚǁĂŶƚƚŚĞŵƚŽƐĂǇ/ĂŵĂƌĞĨƵŐĞĞ ?Fatima, 
Libyan, F) 
 
/ƚŝƐĂĨĞĞůŝŶŐŽĨĚĞĂƚŚ ? ? ?ĞůŝĞǀĞŵĞŝƚĨĞůƚƐŽĂǁĨƵůƚŚĂƚŵǇůĞŐƐǁĞƌĞƐŚĂŬŝŶŐ ? ? ?dŚĞǇ
were very kind people and smiling all the time but still you feel terrible. We refugees like me 
and you were not poor people in our countries, we just had to escape from death to survive. 
ƵƚǇŽƵĚŽŶ ?ƚďĞůŝĞǀĞŚŽǁƚĞƌƌŝďůĞ/ĨĞůƚ ?ƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐŝŶƚŚĞƋƵĞƵe in coldness for a bag of food 
(Hossain, Iranian, M) 
In this way the interviewees spoke of visits to food banks as moments where the slow 
ǀŝŽůĞŶĐĞďĞŝŶŐĞŶĂĐƚĞĚĂŐĂŝŶƐƚƚŚĞŵǁĂƐƚŚƌŽǁŶŝŶƚŽƌĞůŝĞĨ ?dŚĞ ‘ĨĞĞůŝŶŐŽĨĚĞĂƚŚ ?ĂůůƵĚĞƐƚŽ
ĂƐŽĐŝĂůĚĞĂƚŚǁŚĞƌĞŽŶĞŚĂƐďĞĐŽŵĞůŝŬĞ ‘ƉŽŽƌƉĞŽƉůĞŝŶŽƵƌĐŽƵŶƚƌŝĞƐ ? ?ĂĚŝƐĐursive 
ĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚŝŽŶǁŚŝĐŚďƌŝŶŐƐƚŽŵŝŶĚƚŚĞĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞŽĨ ‘ďĞĐŽŵŝŶŐďůĂĐŬ ?ƵƉŽŶĂƌƌŝǀĂůŝŶƚŚĞ
metropole described by Frantz Fanon (1967)  Wone does not know one is low down in the 
hierarchy of humanity until this fact is encountered in the necropolitical logics of Western 
host societies. 
 
Eating 
Every interviewee gave rich descriptions of the food that they miss from their home 
countries. They described the names and ingredients of dishes but almost without exception 
explained that they could not cook the food that they prefer because they do not have 
enough money. The majority of people limited themselves to one or two meals per day to 
save money ?ĞǆƉůĂŝŶŝŶŐƐŝŵƉůǇƚŚĂƚ ‘if we have three meals, then the money we receive will 
ĨŝŶŝƐŚƋƵŝĐŬůǇ ? (Musa, Sudanese, M). Around a third of people commented that through 
eating less, combined with walking everywhere (as they cannot afford bus fares, discussed 
below), they have lost weight since coming to the UK. Indeed, always walking for transport 
increases hunger, and yet still they must limit their meals. Many interviewees explained that 
they are often hungry and must therefore eat very filling, but cheap, foods such as rice and 
pasta. Such accounts are clearly indicative of impoverishment. 
 
The slow violence of poverty produced stress, anxiety and shame, and these had physical 
and mental. For example, one interviewee explained that he had lost weight since arriving in 
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ƚŚĞh<ĨƌŽŵ/ƌĂƋďƵƚƚŚĂƚŝƚǁĂƐŶ ?ƚũƵƐƚĂƐŝŵƉůĞĐĂƐĞŽĨĞĂƚŝŶŐůĞƐƐďĞĐĂƵƐĞŽĨďƵĚŐĞƚĂƌǇ
constraints: 
It could be due to having little food on daily basis for a period of time or it could be 
ĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚĞĚǁŝƚŚďĞŝŶŐƐƚƌĞƐƐĞĚĂůůƚŚĞƚŝŵĞĂŶĚǇŽƵĚŽŶ ?ƚŚĂǀĞƚŚĞĂƉƉĞƚŝƚĞƚŽĞĂƚĂƚĂůů ? ? ? ?
It could a money-wise problem or psychological and stress problems. Sometimes you have 
ĨŽŽĚĂŶĚǇŽƵĐĂŶĞĂƚďƵƚǇŽƵĚŽŶ ?ƚĨĞĞůƚŚĂƚǇŽƵǁĂŶƚƚŽĞĂƚĂŶǇƚŚŝŶŐ ?^Ž ?all the factors are 
intertwined (Shahram, Iraqi, M) 
Interviewees were asked what mealtimes are like in their house. Most, having previously 
explained that food is an important social aspect of their culture, said simply that they eat 
two meals, mostly alone. Others had friends, often of the same nationality, who they shared 
costs with. One interviewee explained that she and a friend had devised a strategy through 
which they could eat the cultural food that they prefer while on a budget. Their compromise 
is that they only eat half a meal once a day: 
We get a meal aŶĚƚŚĞŶǁĞƐŚĂƌĞŝƚďĞƚǁĞĞŶƵƐ ? ? ?they give you a plate of rice and two big 
pieces of beef meat, two or three naan, two bowls of soup, and water. And with this food 
we can provide all the nutrition our body needs, like protein and vitamins and it will fill us. 
And these all cost £6 and we share it between us. So we will have £2 left each [per day], and 
we use this for self-hygiene things as a lady requires some hygiene products every month. As 
I mentioned I only eat one meal per day and I ĚŽŶ ?ƚĞĂƚďƌĞĂŬĨĂƐƚĂŶĚĚŝŶŶĞƌ ? ? ? It was a 
difficult at tŚĞďĞŐŝŶŶŝŶŐ ?ďƵƚŶŽǁ/ ?ŵŽŬĂǇ ?>ĂůĞŚ ?/ƌĂŶŝĂŶ ?& ? 
 
Through budgetary burden sharing, asylum seekers who are lucky enough to have friends to 
share with gained more than simply better, or more, food:  
If we wanted to enjoy ourselves a lot then we all gathered together, around 4 or 5 people 
and buy a whole chicken together with some tomatoes and cook it as our special meal. We 
have a good time (Kamran, Iranian, M)  
If an individual runs out of money before the end of the week (because of unexpected 
expenƐĞƐĨŽƌĞǆĂŵƉůĞ ? ?ƚŚĞƐĞƚŝĞƐŽĨŵƵƚƵĂůƐƵƉƉŽƌƚĂƌĞŝŶǀĂůƵĂďůĞ P ‘When that happens, at 
least one of us will still have some money such as £5 so we will eat bread and eggs for two 
days ? ?Ibrahim, Sudanese, M). Through these survival strategies we see the banality of the 
postcolonial everyday enacted as slow violence. Small harms (such as temporary hunger) 
are done today through policies of purposeful impoverishment andcollectively these harms, 
or gradual woundings, add up to something much greater. 
 
Clothing 
Clothing is the outward articulation of ourselves, a representation of our identity written on 
to the body that we present to the world in public. In this sense, clothing is an important 
source of self-confidence, but also potentially of shame. All but one of the interviewees said 
that they worry about it, and have lost confidence through having inadequate resources to 
buy clothes. For example: 
Appearance is very important in communicating with others. If my self-confidence is high 
then I can come and talk ƚŽǇŽƵĂŶĚĨĞĞůďĞƚƚĞƌĂďŽƵƚŵǇƐĞůĨ ?ƵƚǁŚĞŶ/ƐĞĞƚŚĂƚ/ĚŽŶ ?ƚ
ŚĂǀĞĂŐŽŽĚĂƉƉĞĂƌĂŶĐĞ ?/ĐĂŶ ?ƚĂůůŽǁŵǇƐĞůĨƚŽĐŽŵŵƵŶŝĐĂƚĞĂŶĚƚĂůŬǁŝƚŚŽƚŚers, even just 
to say a hello (Kamran, Iranian, M) 
In some cases this meant having a variety of fashionable outfits to choose from, while for 
others it meant simply having clothes that are suitable for the weather or shoes that do not 
smell. In all cases, clothing was represented as performing vital social functions: 
I mean it does affect my confidence for example sometimes when I am out and about I want 
to be neat and clean, smartly dressed, you know we women like to dress smartly, like to 
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ƐŚŝŶĞŽƵƚďƵƚ/ĚŽŶ ?ƚŚĂǀĞĐŽŶĨŝĚĞŶĐĞƚŽŐĞƚƚŽŐĞƚŚĞƌǁŝƚŚƉĞŽƉůĞďĞĐĂƵƐĞ/ĚŽŶ ?ƚŚĂǀĞ
enough money to do that. Sometimes when I get together with people and compare myself 
with them and feel inferior, so I lose my confidence. (Beza, Ethiopian, F)  
 
The embodied physicality of everyday shame and the extent to which shame can frame 
ŽŶĞ ?ƐďĞŝŶŐŝŶƚŚĞǁŽƌůĚĐĂŵĞŽƵƚŝŶŵĂŶǇŽĨƚŚĞŶĂƌƌatives of the everyday. One 
interviewee described how he has been wearing the same outfit for more than 18 months, 
since he arrived in the UK, as he cannot afford to buy new clothes. Since he is never without 
these clothes, unless he is asleep, he has come to call his outfit ŚŝƐ ‘ĨƌŝĞŶĚ ? ?ŶĚǇĞƚŚĞŝƐ
equivocal about this outfit that has become his friend as it is a source of everyday shame for 
him:  
 ‘I sometimes get upset and humiliated, because, being worn for a long time my shoes have 
started to stink. If ƚŚĞǇǁĞƌĞƚƌĂŝŶĞƌƐ/ĐŽƵůĚǁĂƐŚƚŚĞŵ ?ďƵƚƚŚĞǇ ?ƌĞ leather shoes ƐŽ/ĐĂŶ ?ƚ
 ? ? ?ŶĚǁŚĞŶǇŽƵĂůǁĂǇƐǁĞĂƌƚŚĞƐĂŵĞĐůŽƚŚes and only one pair of shoes, that makes 
people move far away from you and I know that it is my shoes, they smell bad. I cŽƵůĚŶ ?ƚĚŽ
anything about that. Once when this happened on the bus I really felt so sad and upset. 
Believe me or not that day I was crying the whole night. I even asked myself how long do I 
stay like this?  ? ? ?/ĨĞĞůŝŶĨĞƌŝŽƌ (Dawit, Ethiopian, M) 
 
From this we can see that being kept alive through the provision of just enough support to 
cover essential living needs nonetheless inflicts harms which are difficult to quantify. The 
woundings of poverty are slow but relentless. Equally, in being viewed as inferior in the 
design of policy, asylum seekers are then produced as inferior, internalising a sense of being 
 ‘ůĞƐƐƚŚĂŶ ?ŝŶƚŚĞŝƌƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶŽĨƐĞůĨ ? 
 
Personal grooming 
Interviewees reported budgeting very carefully in order to be able to afford soap, shampoo, 
ĂŶĚŐĞŶĚĞƌƐƉĞĐŝĨŝĐŝƚĞŵƐƐƵĐŚĂƐƐĂŶŝƚĂƌǇƚŽǁĞůƐĂŶĚŵĞŶ ?ƐƌĂǌŽƌƐ ?DŽƐƚƐĂŝĚƚŚĂƚƚŚĞǇďƵǇ
these items at a particular shop where all goods cost just £1, even if they must travel a long 
distance to get to this shop. Many interviewees expressed a specific concern with being 
clean and hygienic, and particularly with hand washing, which requires extra resources, of 
both money and time:  
I need to go to three or four stores to compare the prices [of handwash] and then I need to 
[walk to] town, Home Bargain, Aldi, Savers. So which one is cheaper because weekly I finish 
one or two bottles of hand wash (Abdul, Bangladeshi, M)  
 
These mundane aspects of personal grooming are part of our sense of who we are because 
they reflect many other aspects of our lives. Through their accounts of practices of personal 
grooming interviewees expressed surprise and disbelief at their present situation, and 
mourning for the loss of their prior life in which they did not feel themselves to be at the 
bottom of a hierarchy. Such things as which shampoo to buy were done almost unthinkingly 
in this previous life: 
Honestly, not being able to buy the appropriate cleaning products is affecting me very much 
 ? ? ?The prices are not suitable for me at all. So, I have to buy one item and use it. For 
instance, I use the same soap for my face, my hair and my body. I have to do that in order to 
saǀĞƐŽŵĞŵŽŶĞǇĨŽƌŽƚŚĞƌƚŚŝŶŐƐ ? ? ?Of course, it affects me a lot. It affects me 
psychŽůŽŐŝĐĂůůǇďĞĐĂƵƐĞ/ƵƐĞĚƚŽďĞ ? ?ƉĂƵƐĞ ? ?ďƵƚŶŽǁ/ĂŵĂŶŽƚŚĞƌperson (Salem, 
Yemeni, M) 
 10 
This mourning for a particular version of the everyday in which one is able to control the 
public image that one presents to the world as well as private acts of personal grooming 
reflects a loss of identity, the becoming of a new ƉĞƌƐŽŶ ?Ă ‘ƉŽŽƌƉĞƌƐŽŶ ? ?ŐĂŝŶ ?ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ
designing policies which assume racialised inferiority, the state produces people as inferior. 
 
Transport 
The issue of how they move around the city was, for many, one of the central struggles of 
their everyday lives. All asylum seekers reported being unable to use busses unless they 
very carefully saved money in other areas, such as by eating only one meal per day. Because 
they cannot use public transport, all of the interviewees explained that they travel around 
the city on foot. A minority said that they enjoy walking and as they are healthy it was not a 
problem for them. For others, the fact of having to always travel on foot was emblematic of 
the everyday harms experienced: 
Yes. I always walk. I walk for short and long distances. For the long ones, I feel I am torturing 
myself by walking [but] ŝĨ/ďƵǇĂďƵƐƚŝĐŬĞƚ ?ƚŚĞŶ/ǁŽŶ ?ƚŚĂǀĞfood for that day (Ahmed, 
Kuwaiti, M) 
 
I have walked so much around this city with a buggy that I can see all the blue veins in my 
ĨĞĞƚ ?ŝƚ ?ƐĐĂůůĞĚƐĐŝĂƚŝĐĂ ?/ƚĂůůĐŽŵĞƐĨƌŽŵǁĂůŬŝŶŐĂůŽƚ ?ďĞůŝĞǀĞŵĞƐŽŵĞƚŝŵĞƐ/ĐĂŶ ?ƚƐůĞĞƉĂƚ
nights; I have to buy pain killers to help me sleep at night (Hossain, Iranian, M) 
It is thus in the slow violence of the physical challenges endured, that the corporeal harms 
of the policy regime are most clearly observed. The strain of walking is to a great extent 
ĚĞƚĞƌŵŝŶĞĚďǇƚŚĞůŽĐĂƚŝŽŶŽĨŽŶĞ ?ƐĂƐƐŝŐŶĞĚ residence. Thus, the market logics which 
dictate the selection of asylum seeker housing (i.e. cheap housing in unpopular locations) 
have the power to limit or multiply the harms inflicted by the policy regime.  
 
While the everyday is an ordeal when one must always walk, the budgetary constraints 
placed on the asylum seekers mean that any unexpected expense can cause a crisis which 
risks pushing them into destitution:  
I had an appointment with my solicitor in Birmingham. I was worrying about the two-way 
coach ticket cost. I paid £25 for my ticket and only £10 was left [for the week]. I said I had to 
ask one of my friends to help me with food in that week. I missed the coach. I had to pay 
extra £5 in order to amend my ticket and allow me to get on the next coach. I contacted my 
friend and told him about what happened. He told me to pay the £5 and he will help me in 
the rest of the week. I was very distressed as I paid £30 for the coach ticket. My friend told 
me you really had a bad luck. He helped me a lot. Honestly, I was thinking about how to 
cope with the rest of the week as I already spent £30 to go to Birmingham. If my friend had 
not helped me, I would be a homeless person. It affected me a lot (Ahmed, Kuwaiti, M) 
 
Equally, in an emergency, budgetary constraints can mean risking serious bodily harms: 
We walk to the hospital, and if we know there is an appointment in advance we save some 
money [for a bus] in case it is windy or rainy on the day of the appointment. But if it is like 
an emergency, I went yesterday with my children, the small one ŚĂĚƚŽŐŽƚŽƚŚĞĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?Ɛ
hospital in an emergency and we had to walk. But later [when we were leaving] it was 
raining. We had no money and so we could not take a taxi. We came home by walking and 
everybody was very wet (Abdul, Bangladeshi, M) 
In these ways the weather has a huge impact on the everyday lives of asylum seekers. 
Equally, an unexpected event such as an emergency hospital visit or the missing of a coach 
can punctuate the everyday slow violence with the potentially catastrophic. 
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The physical and psychological impacts of living in poverty are clear from the interviews, and 
are interconnected. For example, one interviewee explained that he has a heart condition 
and needs to go to another city which is an hour away by train to have an operation. He has 
had to borrow money from friends for train fares to this city for pre-operation 
appointments, and explained:  
just thinking about my sickness and having a shortage of money makes me terrible. Because 
when I go to [that city] I get stressed a lot, thinking of how I can get there and back, I did feel 
like this, confused. And [the doctor said] I need to eat better and healthy food. Because I am 
sick I need to take good care of myself and I am trying my best but the money is not enough. 
But what can I do if it is not enough? (Kofi, Eritrean, M) 
Being unable to use public transport is a form of immobilisation which can have significant 
implications. Through being immobilised, asylum seekers are contained within their local 
areas, which has knock-on effects in other more banal aspects of their life in relation to 
attending appointments and seeing friends. 
 
Socialising 
Mutual support from other asylum seekers was, for some, a lifeline. It provided an 
economic buffer, a means of sharing costs, opportunities for socialising and sharing 
information. But around a third of interviewees from different national and linguistic 
backgrounds explained that though they suffer acutely from loneliness, they actively try not 
to make friends because of the shame induced by their financial situation. This exchange is 
typical of the narratives provided:  
I havĞŶ ?ƚƚƌŝĞĚƚŽŵĂŬĞĂŶǇĨƌŝĞŶĚƐ ? ? ?/ĚŽŶ ?ƚǁĂŶƚƚŽďĞŝŶǀŽůǀĞĚǁŝƚŚƚŚĞŵ[potential friends] a 
lot bǇŐŽŝŶŐŽƵƚƚŽŐĞƚŚĞƌ ? ? ? because I might be embarrassed by any situĂƚŝŽŶǁŚŝĐŚ/ĐĂŶ ?ƚĚĞĂů
ǁŝƚŚ ? ? ?&ŽƌŝŶƐƚĂŶĐĞ ?ƚŚĞǇŵŝŐŚƚƐĂǇůĞƚ ?ƐŐŽƚŽƚŚĞĐŝŶ ŵĂŽƌĂĐĂĨĠŽƌŐŽƐŽŵĞǁŚĞƌĞĂŶĚ/
ĐĂŶ ?ƚĂĨĨŽƌĚŐŽŝŶŐǁŝƚŚƚŚĞŵ ?/ĚŽŶ ?ƚǁĂŶƚĂŶǇŽŶĞƚŽƉĂǇĨŽƌŵĞ ?/ƚŝƐďĞƚƚĞƌŶŽƚƚŽŐŽǁŝƚŚƚŚĞŵ
in the first place so that you will be in the safe sŝĚĞĂŶĚŶŽƚĞŵďĂƌƌĂƐƐǇŽƵƌƐĞůĨ ? ? ?/ĐĂŶ ?ƚƚĞůů
ƚŚĞŵƚŚĂƚ/ĚŽŶ ?ƚŚĂǀĞĞŶŽƵŐŚŵŽŶĞǇ ? ? ?I always want to show them that I am good and I am 
leading a normal life like anyone else. But from the inside I feel so upset and sad. I can feel the 
ŝŶƐŝĚĞƉĂŝŶ ? ? ? I feel really depressed and upset. I even cry without any reason. I feel 
demoralised and frustrated. It is really painful for me (Salem, Yemeni, M) 
 
As mentioned above, this type of behaviour  Wof craving company and yet avoiding it out of 
shame- ŝƐĚĞƐƉŝƚĞƚŚĞĨĂĐƚƚŚĂƚƐŽĐŝĂůŝƐŝŶŐǁŝƚŚƉĞŽƉůĞĨƌŽŵŽŶĞ ?ƐŚŽŵĞĐŽƵŶƚƌǇŽƌƌĞŐŝŽŶ
can be hugely beneficial. But the lack of social contact is taking a clear toll on the 
interviewees and was frequently related to dehumanisation: 
socializing is veƌǇŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ ? ? ?ĨŽƌĞǀĞƌǇŚƵŵĂŶďĞŝŶŐŝƚŝƐǀĞƌǇŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ ? ? ?now I am 
ŐĞƚƚŝŶŐŵĞŶƚĂůůǇŝůůďĞĐĂƵƐĞŽĨŵŝƐƐŝŶŐƚŚŝƐ ? ? ?/ƚŚĂƐĂďŝŐĞĨĨĞĐƚŽŶŵǇůŝĨĞ ?ĞŝŶŐĐĂƐƚĂǁĂǇ
ĨƌŽŵƉĞŽƉůĞŝƐƐŽǀĞƌǇĚŝĨĨŝĐƵůƚ ?/ĐŽƵůĚŶ ?ƚ even explain what this life is (Hamid, Eritrean, M) 
dŚĞƐĞŶĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞƐĂƌĞƐƚŽƌŝĞƐŽĨĂĚĞŵĞĂŶŝŶŐůŝĨĞŽĨďĞŝŶŐƐŽĐŝĂůůǇ ‘ĐĂƐƚĂǁĂǇ ? ?ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐĂůůǇ
and culturally excluded, and being dehumanised by the process. Indeed, the definition of 
slow violence is that it goes unseen as it is not one but many banal everyday acts and 
events. 
 
Desires to work 
All of the interviewees believed that if they could work everything would be different: they 
would have money, friends, a less harmful normality. The majority assumed that they would 
 12 
be expected to work while awaiting a decision on their asylum application, and had not 
ŬŶŽǁŶĂďŽƵƚ ‘ĂƐǇůƵŵƐƵƉƉŽƌƚ ?ďĞĨŽƌĞĂƌƌŝǀŝŶŐ ?dŚĞĚĞƐŝƌ ƚŽǁŽƌŬǁĂƐƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞĐŽŶŶĞĐƚĞĚ
to many other aspects of the everyday, but also wrapped up in memories of the past: 
You know in Sudan, if you are free, you will be able to work and you are not prohibited from 
ǁŽƌŬŝŶŐ ? ? ? So, you would have a good and a quiet life and nobody is responsible for you. So, 
you feel it is better in Sudan because you are allowed to work (Gabriel, Sudanese, M) 
 
The quote below demonstrates the ways in which the past and present, the big and the 
small, are all interconnected in the unfolding of slow violence of the everyday: 
I want to work so that I can able to support myself. I want to form relationships with people, 
I want to dress smartly. I feel so lonely. I am giving up on life because I am unable to live by 
myself. Getting to this country helped me to settle down a little, but when I was staying in 
another country while traveling here I tried to commit suicide. Do you understand? The 
doctors are helping me ?ŐŝǀŝŶŐĂĚǀŝĐĞĂŶĚƉƌĞƐĐƌŝďŝŶŐŵĞƐŽŵĞŵĞĚŝĐŝŶĞƐ ? ? ? I am getting 
better sleep now. And the stress is reduced. Right now I feel eƐƉĞĐŝĂůůǇůŽŶĞůŝŶĞƐƐ ?/ĐŽƵůĚŶ ?ƚ
say that I am able to support myself. This money is not enough for me to live on (Mustafa, 
Eritrean, M) 
ĞŝŶŐƉƌĞǀĞŶƚĞĚĨƌŽŵǁŽƌŬŝŶŐŝƐŽŶĞŽĨƚŚĞŵĂŶǇĂƐƉĞĐƚƐŽĨďĞŝŶŐ ‘ĐĂƐƚĂǁĂǇ ?ĂŶĚŐŝǀĞƐ
ŵĞĂŶŝŶŐƚŽ ‘ƚŚĞĞŶĂĐƚŵĞŶƚŽĨĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚŝĂůƌŝŐŚƚƐƚŽĚŝĨĨĞƌŝŶŐĐĂƚĞŐŽƌŝĞƐŽĨƉĞŽƉůĞĨŽƌ
different purposes within ƚŚĞƐĂŵĞƐƉĂĐĞ ? ?DďĞŵďĞ ? ? ? ? ? P ? ? ? ?dŚĞƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶŽĨĂƐǇůƵŵ
ƐĞĞŬĞƌƐĂƐ ‘ŶŽƚǁĞůĐŽŵĞ ?ŝƐƌĞĂůŝƐĞĚŝŶƚŚĞŝƌƐŝŵƵůƚĂŶĞŽƵƐĞŶĨŽƌĐĞĚĚĞƉĞŶĚĞŶĐǇĂŶĚ
poverty. Neal and Murji (2015:813) ǁƌŝƚĞŽĨƚŚĞ ‘ƌĞĐĐƵƌƌŝŶŐ ?ĐŽŶŶĞĐƚŝǀĞƚŚƌĞĂĚƐŽĨƚŚĞ
ŽƌĚŝŶĂƌǇĂŶĚƚŚĞƌŽƵƚŝŶĞ ?ǁhich link individuals to others in society and form the fabric of 
the everyday. But the ongoing trauma of the everyday can also in part be about the loss of 
connective threads to wider society. 
 
Discussion 
Those interviewed for this research are, in many cases, being  ‘ŬĞƉƚĂůŝǀĞďƵƚŝŶĂƐƚĂƚĞŽĨ
ŝŶũƵƌǇ ? ?DďĞŵďĞ ? ? ? ? ? P ? ?). They are being exposed to  ‘gradual wounding ? ?ďŽƚŚƉŚǇƐŝĐĂů
and psychological. These outcomes are not accidental, they are intentional. As politicians of 
various political persuasions have explained, life in the asylum system is meant to be hard 
ƐŽƚŚĂƚŵŽƌĞĂƐǇůƵŵƐĞĞŬĞƌƐĂƌĞŶŽƚ ‘ƉƵůůĞĚ ?ƚŽƚŚĞh<ďǇƚŚĞƉƌŽŵŝƐĞŽĨĂďĞƚƚĞƌůŝĨĞ ?tĞ
can say, then, that while human rights law is meant to ensure the equality all human beings, 
it is clear that there is a practical regime of differential humanity operating here. That 
conditions of impoverishment and endangerment are simply more tolerable for some 
human beings than for others in Britain today, if it means that there might be less of them. 
How do we make sense of this regime of differential humanity, where some people are not 
deemed worthy of the same levels of care if they are seeking asylum? The answer is in the 
dominance of hierarchical conceptions of human worth.  
 
EĞĐƌŽƉŽůŝƚŝĐƐŝƐĐŽŶĐĞƌŶĞĚǁŝƚŚ ‘ƚŚŽƐĞĨŝŐƵƌĞƐŽĨƐŽǀĞƌĞŝŐŶƚǇǁŚŽƐĞĐĞŶƚƌĂůƉƌŽũĞĐƚŝƐŶŽƚ
the struggle for autonomy but the generalised instrumentalisation of human existence and 
ƚŚĞŵĂƚĞƌŝĂůĚĞƐƚƌƵĐƚŝŽŶŽĨŚƵŵĂŶďŽĚŝĞƐ ? ?DďĞŵďĞ ?2003:14). This article has shown how 
practices of human classification and differentiation which set some apart from others and 
gives rise to unequal treatment impact on the everyday lives of asylum seekers in the UK. 
What sets this perspective apart from Agambian inspired analyses is the acknowledgment 
that those who are set apart in these ways have crossed the line of modernity, or what 
Fanon (1967) called the ůŝŶĞďĞƚǁĞĞŶƚŚĞǌŽŶĞƐŽĨ ‘ďĞŝŶŐ ?ĂŶĚ ‘ŶŽŶ-ďĞŝŶŐ ?. Through 
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restricting the economic rights of asylum seekers has not been shown to have any impact on 
the numbers of asylum applications received (Mayblin and James, 2016), it does have other 
necropolitical effects which may be viewed favourably by policy makers. Most notably, this 
policy regime subdues asylum seekers. Their bodies are, to paraphrase Davies and Isakjee 
(2017) made docile through pain, as they endure the slow violence (Nixon, 2011) of the 
policy regime. And yet, this is not so much a spectacle of pain because the impoverishment 
of asylum seekers disperses them, and in the case of the interviewees in this research, it 
removes them from the public sphere  Wfrom public transport, from clothing shops, from 
restaurants, from anywhere but the cheapest supermarkets. Participants in this research 
were very busy with survival, so docile in the face of perpetual wounding, that any 
possibilities for resistance were quietened. Many could not meet friends, or communicate 
with family; they were isolated and through their isolation they were disempowered. 
 
We might assume that such phenomena represent a crisis of modern humanism (Squire, 
2017) ?ƵƚƚŚĞƉŽŝŶƚŽĨŶĞĐƌŽƉŽůŝƚŝĐƐŝƐƚŚĂƚ ‘ŵŽĚĞƌŶŚƵŵĂŶŝƐŵ ?ŚĂƐĂůǁĂǇƐďĞĞŶ
exclusionary, that our toleration of differential humanity, has a long lineage and was 
operationalised through slavery and colonialism. My aim in this article has been to show 
how these logics of human hierarchy extend not only to those physically and politically 
marginalised and subject to immediate bodily violence, such as in the Calais migrant camp, 
but how states can also be seen to deploy these same definitions of who matters and who 
does not while fulfilling their legal obligations to those making an application for asylum. 
These legal obligations are therefore fulfilled to an absolute minimum, to a point where 
asylum seekers are merely prevented (not always successfully) from physically dying. 
Necropolitics is extended through a focus on the realm of the ordinary, and the concept of 
slow violence enables this through drawing attention to  ‘ĐĂlamities that are slow and long 
lasting, calamities that patiently dispense their devastation while remaining outside our 
ĨůŝĐŬĞƌŝŶŐĂƚƚĞŶƚŝŽŶƐƉĂŶƐ ? ?EŝǆŽŶ ? ? ? ? ? P ? ? ?dŚŝƐĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚĞƐƚŽƚŚĞƉŽƐƚĐŽůŽŶŝĂůůŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞŝŶ
sociology in that it moves the analysis from the macro to the micro and in doing so offers an 
example of how sociology, in its interest in the everyday, can offer much to postcolonialism.  
 
Where this connects to the existing literature on sociologies of the everyday is in revealing 
ƚŚĞ ‘ďŝŐ ?ŝŶƚŚĞ ‘ƐŵĂůů ? Wthe ways in which national debates on immigration, and policy 
discussions on aggregate numbers of annual asylum applications, on economic burdens and 
deservingness, translate into the everyday lives of asylum seekers in the UK. The man going 
to five different shops to compare prices of hand-wash, the Sudanese friends cooking 
together to share costs, the man pushing a buggy alone for two hours to take his son to a 
hospital appointment, the women meeting once a day to eat a meal in a Kurdish restaurant 
together. These are the everyday lived realities of much larger structural processes. 
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Notes  
i Though there is research on poverty and destitution amongst asylum seekers (see Mayblin and 
James 2018 for an overview) it has not been linked to recent debates either on the sociology of the 
everyday, or postcolonial theory. Indeed, this is an area of social life which has been generally 
under-theorised. 
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Tables 
Table 1. Nationality and gender profile of interviewees 
Nationality Male Female TOTAL 
Bangladeshi  1 - 1 
Ethiopian  3 3 6 
Eritrean  4 - 4 
Iranian  7 3 10 
Iraqi  1 - 1 
Kuwaiti  1 - 1 
Libyan  - 1 1 
Sudanese  4 - 4 
Yemeni  - 2 2 
TOTAL 21 9 30 
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